Performance of
Special Education
Students:

Implications for Common
State Assessments

The performance of special education students on state assessments has
been the subject of much discussion and concern. A common belief is
that all special education students perform poorly on state assessments.

There are many misperceptions about the performance of students with
disabilities. It is important for the Race-to-the-Top Assessment Consortia
to recognize these misperceptions and their implications for common
assessments.

This Brief presents information on the range in performance of special
education students. It also highlights the changes in the performance of
this subgroup over time.

Performance Levels and Ranges

Historically, special education students, on average, have performed
below students without disabilities. Yet there is diversity in the
percentages of special education students performing at the proficient
and above levels among the Consortia states (see Figure 1).

In both the SMARTER Balanced Assessment Consortium (SBAC) and

the Partnership for Assessment of Readiness for College and Careers
(PARCC) Consortium, the percentage of special education students
scoring proficient and above varied from about 15% to more than 70%
across states.

Across all states within and outside of the consortia, there are clear
gaps between the performance of non-special education students and
special education students. Nevertheless, the extent of the gap varies
by state. Different levels of performance for special education students
are evident even in states that have similar percentages of non-special
education students who are proficient and above (see Figure 2).

The percentage of students who scored at a proficient or above level
hides the range of performance levels of special education students.
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Figure 1. Rates of Special Education Students Proficient and Above on Grade 4 Reading
Assessments
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Source: 2008-09 assessment data for grade 4 state reading assessments submitted to the U.S. Department of Education. Rates of
students proficient are based on the number of students tested. The state membership in the Consortia reflected in this figure was
accurate as of December, 2011.

Figure 2. Percentage of Students Proficient on Elementary (Grade 4) Reading Assessments
in 2008-09
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Legend: Heavy Solid Bar = Special education students’ percent proficient. Diamond = Non-special education students. Line = Gap
between special education students and non-special education students. For some states the non-special education students comparison
group may be all students, including those in special education.

Source: NCEO Technical Report 59 (see Resources).



Students earn scores that may be near to the
proficient cut or far from it. Figure 3 shows the
ranges in the performance of special education
students in one state, based on a more fine-
grained look at scores (i.e., deciles’). Notable is
the fact that special education students perform
at all performance levels, from the highest to the
lowest. Also notable is that although the largest
proportion of special education students is in the
lower performance decile, most of the students in
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the lowest decile are students who are not in special
education. Similar distribution patterns have been
previously highlighted in other analyses?as well as in
data from other states®.

Increasing Performance Over Time

The performance of special education students
is often thought to be persistently low. Yet state
assessment data, as shown in Figure 4, indicate that

Figure 3. Percentage of Special Education and General Education Students in Each Decile

on a Test in One State (Grade 4, Reading)
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Source: Anonymous state’s data for special education and non-special education students on the grade 4 reading assessment.

Figure 4. Average Changes in Performance of Special Education Students Over Time*
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Source: Annual Performance Report data submitted to the U.S. Department of Education for grade 4, 8, and high school reading

assessments in 2002-03 and 2006-07.

Students’ scores are divided into ten groups of equal frequency.
In this Brief, Decile 1 represents the highest 10% percent of the
scores.

2Marion, Gong, and Simpson (2006) described the overlap in
performance levels for special education students and non-special
education students in another state.

3We examined ranges in three other states as well as the state
represented in Figure 2. All of the states showed similar overlap
in the range of performance of special education and non-special
education students.

4 The change across years was calculated for each of the states
that had data for 2002-03 and 2006-07 in grades 4, 8, and high
school. The average change was calculated for those states.
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the performance of the special education subgroup
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